SIR -Your Editorial 'The cost of silence?' (Nature 456, 545; 2008) questions our decision -as scientists who opposed dissident theories -to participate in the now-discredited AIDS advisory panel set up by former South African president Thabo Mbeki.
We had no role in, and did not see or approve, the panel's report (Nature 410, 730; 2001) . Each of us had agreed independently to join the panel, guided by our consciences as scientists in a young democracy and without prior knowledge of who else had been invited to participate. To us, it provided an opportunity to present Mbeki with the alternative viewpoint and the compelling scientific evidence that HIV causes AIDS, in the hope that rationality would prevail.
However, Mbeki's antipathy to antiretroviral drugs was influenced by documents from and interactions with AIDS dissidents that predated the setting up of the panel. We underestimated the strength of his dissident views on AIDS and how little impact sound science would eventually make on them.
Sadly, our advice to Mbeki on AIDS causation and antiretroviral treatment was rejected. We cannot, therefore, be numbered among those held accountable for Mbeki's decisions, which led to the loss of many thousands of lives in South Africa through lack of access to antiretroviral therapy.
That we failed to change Mbeki's opinions on AIDS is a matter of record. But your Editorial is unreasonable in implyingwith the benefit of hindsight -that scientists could have foreseen this failure and therefore should not have signed up to an opportunity to give the president critically important information that might have saved the lives of their fellow-countrymen.
We stand by our decision to participate in the Mbeki panel. We have an obligation to our country, which is suffering the worst AIDS epidemic in the world, to do everything in our power to provide our political decision-makers with the best scientific advice, whether or not they are a priori opposed to or supportive of our views. Living in an enclosed, sheltered space, the honeybee Apis mellifera performs its communicative dance on a vertical surface in the dark, using gravity as a substitute for the direction of the Sun. By depriving them of a vertical surface and giving them a direct view of the Sun, Lindauer forced them to revert to the more primitive, Sun-directed dance of their dwarf Indian relative, Apis florea.
Salim
In closing the gap between a primitive and an advanced condition, Lindauer possibly produced the best-ever experimental evidence for evolution. Scientists concerned with evolution of human language and mind might ponder his success. I have kept my laboratory running with the help of a grant from the National Natural Science Foundation of China (NSFC). When I applied to the NSFC, Peking University guaranteed my lab and equipment until I had completed the work. The associate professor you mention was a co-author on this grant application.
Although I did submit an online posting accusing Yi Rao, the dean of life sciences, of withdrawing the laboratory for use in other applications (http://tinyurl. com/8l4u9x), I have never proposed that the associate professor should take it over. My aim is that he should be able to use it to continue his research.
